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Framing the Axis of Evil: American Fear of an Iranian Nuclear Attack
Sabrina Ghashehbaba
Department of Political Science, Chapman University; Orange, California
Abstract
Since 9/11, the American perception of Muslims, Islam, and
Middle Eastern people and countries has shifted seemingly
negatively. This paper will investigate American’s opinions
on Iran and fears of a nuclear strike by Iran while
examining American fear of Muslims, party identification,
2020 election voting, news media representations of Iran,
social media usage, fears of immigration, fears of falling
victim to a terrorist attack, and fears of whites not being the
majority. I predict the more Republican one is, the more
they will fear an Iranian nuclear attack because of the
conservative rhetoric used. I also expect those who voted
for Donald Trump will be more afraid of an Iranian nuclear
attack. I predict that fear of Muslims, immigration, belief in
Qanon, fear of another world war, being victim to a terrorist
attack, and whites not being the majority will also indicate
how fearful one is of an Iranian nuclear attack. I also would
like to examine how fear of an Iranian nuclear attack has
progressed throughout the last seven years. To explore
this, I will be using The Chapman University Survey on
American Fears to analyze public opinion surrounding the
fear of being victim to terrorism, their political ideology and
voting record, how afraid they are of whites no longer being
the majority, Muslims, and immigration, and fear of an
Iranian nuclear strike. Some results include strong
evidence that fear of being a victim of a terrorist attack, fear
of Muslims, immigration, and whites not being the majority
greatly influence fear of an Iranian nuclear attack. At the
same time, political ideology and voting records are
significantly less critical. Often representation of Middle
Easterners and Middle Eastern politics in media and news
is mainly acts of terrorism and radicalism. Since 1979, Iran
has maintained a tenuous position in American society. The
Trump administration has exacerbated fear of an Iranian
nuclear attack, thus examining public opinion and fear of
Muslims, Middle Easterners, and countries like Iran
especially poignant.

Background
• Iranian Nuclearization and possibility of a
nuclear attack has come into public discourse in
recent years
• This is primarily due to the Obama
Administration’s Joint Comprehensive Plan of
Action, better known as the Iranian Nuclear Deal
• The plan was negotiated by the United States,
Britain, France, China, Germany, and Russia on
one side, with Iran
• The deal promises to reduce sanctions on
Iranian economy, if Iran stops developing
nuclear weapons
• Despite this discourse, the deal was considered
a success for the Obama administration
• This success was short-lived as the Trump
administration pulled the United States out of
the deal in 2018
• Since 9/11 the American republic have shown an
increased fear of terrorist attacks
• Islamophobic and anti-immigrant sentiment has
arisen throughout the past decades in a post
9/11 world perhaps spurring fear for Iranian
attack

Findings and Conclusions

Hypotheses:
H 1: On average, those who identify as Republicans, voted for Donald Trump, and/or observe conservative
media have a greater fear of an Iranian Nuclear attack.
H 2: Those who harbor Islamophobic, and anti-immigrant sentiments have a greater fear of an Iranian nuclear
attack
H 3: Those who fear another world war or being a victim to terrorism have a greater fear of an Iranian nuclear
attack

Data

Graph 1 and Graph 2

Table Interpretation
Cross Tabulation Results:
• Fear of an Iranian nuclear attack
• Respondents who often watch Fox News: 45.3%
• Respondents who moderately watch Fox News: 46.5%
• Respondents who don’t watch Fox News often: 41%
• Taking conservative media does not coincide with fear of an
Iranian nuclear attack as seen by the graph. Those who
watched Fox News moderately are the most afraid of an
Iranian nuclear attack at 46.50% while those who watched
often were 46.30% afraid. This difference is marginal, but
neither are very significant.
•Fear of an Iranian nuclear attack:
• Respondents who voted Trump: 42.80%
• Respondents who voted Biden: 41.70%
• Respondents who voted someone else: 35.90%
• Respondents who did not vote: 52.30%
•Interestingly those who did not vote were the most afraid of
an Iranian nuclear attack at 52.30% while the rest of the
respondents reported over 10% lower rate of fear.
Respondents who voted Trump had a marginally higher rate
of fear than those who voted Biden.

Table 1:
Regression 1: How afraid are you of the following events: Iran using nuclear weapons?

Model
(Constant)
How afraid are you of the following
events: Whites no longer being the
majority in the US?
How afraid are you of the following:
Muslims?
Please indicate your level of agreement
with the following statements. The
government is concealing what it knows
about.... Q'Anon?
Please indicate your level of agreement
with the following statements about
immigration issues. Immigrants are more
likely to commit crime than US citizens.
Please indicate your level of agreement
with the following statements about
immigration issues. America should
cease all immigration from Muslim
Employment
Education
Do you think of yourself as Republican,
Democrat or Independent?
Adjusted R Square

*Significant at <.05

Unstandardized Standarized
Coefficients
Coefficients
B
Beta

Sig.
0.000

0.121

0.088

0.007

0.361

0.215

0.000

0.269

0.234

0.000

0.032

0.026

0.480

-0.051
-0.27
0.071

-0.041
-0.066
0.13

0.283
0.000
0.000

-0.048
0.16

-0.083

0.013

Fear of an Iranian Nuclear Attack vs. How Often
Do You Watch Fox News?
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Fear of an Iranian Nuclear Attack vs. Who did you
vote for in the 2020 Presidential election?
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Table Interpretation
•The table measures fear of whites no longer being the
majority, fear of Muslims, belief that immigrants are more
likely to commit crimes, belief in Q’Anon, belief that
Muslim immigration should cease, employment,
education, race, party identification, in reference to the
respondent’s response to their fear of an Iranian nuclear
attack.
•Belief in Q’Anon and fear of Muslims have a
significance level of .0000. Those who demonstrated
belief in Q’Anon and feared Muslims, are more likely to
fear an Iranian nuclear attack.
•Fear of whites no longer being the majority has a
significance level of .007. Those who fear whites no
longer being the majority are more likely to fear an
Iranian nuclear attack.
•Education and Employment has a significance level of
.000. Respondents with minimal education and whoa re
unemployed in some capacity are more likely to fear an
Iranian nuclear attack.
• The belief that Muslim immigration should cease, and
that immigrants commit more crimes were rendered
insignificant.

H 1: Republicans are more likely to be afraid of an
Iranian nuclear attack, but only by a marginal
difference between Republicans and Democrats.
Although my hypothesis was correct, it should be
noted that more people are not afraid of an
Iranian nuclear attack, Republican and Democrat
alike. However, within those who are afraid, more
of them are Republican. These findings suggest
that although being a Republican increases the
likelihood of being afraid of an Iranian nuclear
attack, there are other variables that are more
important and better explain one’s fear of an
Iranian nuclear attack
H 2: To examine this hypothesis I looked at
several variables including; fear of Muslims,
immigration, belief in Q’Anon, fear of another
world war, being victim to a terrorist attack, and
whites not being the majority. As seen in Table 1:
my hypothesis was proven partially correct as
some variables were significant while some were
not. Interestingly, Q’Anon is the most impactful
variable with a standardized coefficient of 0.234.
H 3: To examine this hypothesis I looked at how
fear of another major event such as a world war
and being victim to terrorism impacts fear of an
Iranian nuclear attack. I found that these variables
made up a significant portion of the adjusted r
squared. When included r2: .504 as compared to
.16 when not included. This suggests multilinearity
and that these variables are interchangeable with
fear of an Iranian nuclear attack.
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